QUEEN  ELIZABETH   I

Scots3 who had once cried cBurn the whore!', were Irate at the
thought of Englishmen ridding them of their outcast Queen.

In January a curious plot against the Queen's life was re-
vealed, involving the French ambassador and his secretary. Pos-
sibly it was a trick to put an end to the ambassador's Interces-
sionss and to frighten Elizabeth. Whatever it was, the suspense
was becoming intolerable and dangerous. At the turn of the
month and through the first days of February, rumour swept
like wildfire through the country: that the Queen of Scots had
broken out of prison,, London was on fire, thousands of Span-
lards landed In Wales, and so on. Precepts and the hue and cry
ran from place to place, from out of the north into the south and
down to Cornwall. Every man was in arms, the roads guarded;
the country stood wondering, but Its loyalty proved unshak-
able.

Elizabeth could hesitate no longer. On i February she signed
the death warrant. Walsingham was sick, and the second Secre-
tary, William Davison, who had been appointed to the office
only on 30 September, was in attendance. She bade him tell
Walsingham the news: cThe grief thereof will go near to kill
him outright! *

Elizabeth had more to say. There were two ways of putting
Mary to death - judicial execution, and assassination. The Scot-
tish ambassador, Leicester, and others had apparently urged the
latter way, and one, Wingfield, was prepared to do the deed.
The Oath of Association gave moral sanction; and a pardon
was promised to cover legal difficulties. As Davison was leaving
with the signed warrant, Elizabeth suddenly caught at this alter-
native., and ordered Walsingham and him to write to Paulet to
sound his disposition. cGod forbid,* Paulet answered, 'that I
should make so foul a shipwreck of my conscience.' And charity
has forgotten Paulet's Oath of Association in the nobility of this
sentiment. Elizabeth commented caustically on the 'niceness of
those precise fellows * who had taken an oath to lynch Mary and
were clamouring for her death, but must thrust the odium of It
on their Queen, who did not desire it. There were in fact two
minds, one of the puritan or godly-inclined, the other of the